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ABSTRACT

Grades and other record evaluations should serve at
least three functioans: {1) they should communicate to the student how
well and in what ways expected academic competencies and skills are
being developed; (2) they are to be used within the college for
advisory purposes, for granting admission to certain courses and
programs, and for decisions on enrollment and degree requirements;
and {3) they are used by graduate and professional schools for
admission purposes, state scholarship agencies, and potential
employers. Because conventional grades do not serve these functions
adequately, they rarely reflect the student's true potential or the
student's real academic strength and weaknesses. Studies have also
shown that there is no evidence that conventional grades are better
predictors of future academic success than are nonconventional
grades. The experience with nonccnventional grading at Scripps
College indicates that instructors® comments serve the educational
purposes of the College better than the former conventional grading
system. (AF)
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In Cppositicn wy Sunventisnal Gradas

Margapet S. Foust
Seripps College laveront. Califarmnia

Letter grades have been the econventional fowmn of zeademic grading
for a long time, and mecently some ceplleges snd univarsiiles. Seriops
College among them, have been tyying our other fowns of zrading. Sondpes
{pllege is in the secmnd vear of a Twe year "ewperimang” with a systom
in vhich bhoth descriptive cummenis and a netvation ¢f Unsatisfactory,

Satisfactory, or Distinetion are used. Thivughout the senester fawulty

ecedemic progress and, at the end af The semester, a wriltten comment and
aceompanying symbal (J, S D) awe sent ta the studeat, tr the student’s
adviser, and become part of the studert?s transeripl,

Bvaluation of stwdent perfarmance and maintalaing anaderic rscords
are charactepistics which, in pavt, distinguish eduostlonsl ‘nstituvions
from speietyts other kinds of imsiitutions. Assunlng that colleges and
universities gught ty evaluate students and to keep avademic recoxds wf
thelr pr@gﬁessze we wmight ask what purppses are served by sudlhy evaluation
and grading. Grades and other vecowvded eveluations serve an Iimpowtant

function in commmdeating to g student how well and in what ways he o

1. Based on the presentation for the symposium "lullege Grading Prace
tices: Whet are the Questisns and Whewve ave the Answers?” et the
Ameviean Eduvational Reseurch Assogiation mestings, New Yorlk City. 1971

LY e } 3

2. Whether academic degrees ought to be granted at all, and if so. waat
diffevent criteria of achlevement might be used, sve guesitions which
cguld be debared, but vhidch are beyvond the scope of this paper.
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she is developing the avademic cumpetentiles ond skdlls which oyve 2xpectad
in each course. Sceondly., revords of acadopic achievement are used
within the ¢olleg: fwr advising purposes, for granting sdmission i
certain courses and programs, for determining who may be allowed to
vemain envolled, and for deciding whe fas met the degree reguivements of
the institution. Thirdly, academic racords serve purposes beyond the
ollege community; transceripts ¢f a situdend’s acadewde athievement may
be made available to graduate er professional schoslsystate scholarsaip
ageneies, potential employers, or ethers who may reguesi course-achieves
ment data en wihilch to base thelr derisions regawding a particular in-
dividuel.

My objection to conventional grading is that iv dues nut achieve
very well the variety of puwpoases whidh evalustion ond grsding arve ex-
pected te serve.

Iinfomational Feedback

First, as informeiional feedbatk to the studsnt treaditional grades
ave not specifie snd @ifferventisted gnvugh: they lup tegether in the
same category students who differ markedly im their zcademic skills and
competencies. Rather than pyovide an analysis of z student’s aseadomlc
strengths and weslnesses, graedes ohssure lmportant differences among
students.

Grades are unldimensional: A, B, €, D, and F Yorm z simple, vwdinal
seale. Agademic givwth, on the uifer hand. is multidimensicnal and eom-
plex. Thus grades tend to oversimplify the nature and complexiiy of
academic learning. Grading a student in a course may bo based upen atiend-
ange, oviginalivy of ‘chcmg'é&t,, breadih of information, alility to apply
what has been learmed, appavent interest in or commitment tvw the discipline,
and other aspects of perfommance. ‘rraﬁi'ti-;mally% these dissimilar dimen-
sions are "averaged” into one cumposite grade. - Even though a professor’s

Q - . .
EFRIC analysis of a student's perfommance in a coupse may have been veny com.
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plex indeed, the student neverthaless recgives one undiffersnt
symbol as a resuli.

A letter grade is necessarily irexplieit sbout wiaal stondard oy

14

frane of refevente was used by the professst in assigning the grade.
Each dimension of ascademic perfemmenes may be eviluat

2d on the basis of

the level of schievement attained by the student, upsn the Improvement

shhown from the beginning o the oud of the couwvse, upon the zffort al
parently expended, or wpsn all thieez. If the development of standands
for evaluatihg enes gwn parfomanve is a propeyr goal of ediestion, then
the valuves assigned v vavious dlmensions of acndemic performance cught
tv be made explienitl.
Advising and Otirer Institutlonal Puspuses for Grades
Perhaps it could be said that the mesning of e letier grade is
irretrievebly lost zs scum as 1t is eveated and recorded by the professor.
He one can recyeate whst dimensions, wrisrlities, and values a orofessop
f15d in ming whenr he assigned g given grede. Bevause of the anbiguity
and Inexplicitness of letier giadzs, student advisers awe likely tw be
wdnformed ashout the nature of a student®s arademio development in cullege.
The problems vhich characterize conveniivnel grading in individual
courses ave campuunded vhen grades in many divexse courses are combined
into a grade point avevage (GPA). It is the lack of substantive meaning
in conventional grades vhich gives thew Chslr capebility of being con-
verted inte a single GPA. Yet. GPAs are widely used, and they ave used
as if they were relisble, cbjeative, and meaningful. To hase Impoviant
Institutional decisiens simply upon grades and GPAs seems dubious For
several weastns. The professor's sznalysis of a student’s performance may
be nure pertinent tv consider in maling an individual deeision than knowe
ing what was the leiter grade. We need move research data on this issue,
O ut it does seam reasvnable that gualitative differences amomg students
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strould be considered when deeisioms about individuals ave made. Seoomdly.
as Humphreys (1968) documents clearly. there is & geosd desl of instadility
in intellegtual performance Quaring the Boyeay undergradnate period. Core
relations reported between freshmay and senloer vear GPAs ave aboul S#
vhich, vhile not zexo, are so low thai "One simply emwirit predict well
enough from freshman academic deficiency to senionr pex*fémanﬁe (Humphizeys,
1968, p. 3I79)." Ver, college policies on zstadenic dismissal are aluoet
unfveygally based an GPA.

For decisions made within a college, cunventional grades and GPAs
are umeeessary. A Pass/Pail system would be pevfectly adequate Ffor many
deelsions. For others, sucth as diemissal fvem college oy edmiseion o
uwppey divi#imn courses ¢ % speclal prugrams, descriplive ¢umments ov
multidimensional yating scales (e3., Bibew, 1969: Tzover, 1970) woeuld be
more adegquate and appropxdate than letter grades. Cepentding upon the
callege’s statement of cduastional cbijectives, either a returd of dumens
strated campetencies gr 8 record of the required murber and kind of courses
"passed" would he a sufficient basis for deciding who had met the college’s
degree requiprements. S
Purposes Outside the Imstitution

Colleges supply grading information Yo many agenties even though
there 1s no cleay evidence that GPhs re valid" for many of The different
purposes to vhith grades ave pub. Me¥eover, grades are used as the basis
for some decisions for which other criterda ought to be used. Renewal of
certain state scholarships, for instame, depends upon the studenits
maintaining a specified GPA; in mw opinion this is an umscund educstional
policy. Scholavships shoulé be granted on the basis of finaneial nead to
students whn continve to meet the scadewmle standards of the college in

tl.ixidh they are enruolled.
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Graduaite and professional scheols typilcally swely oo gi:

- selecting students for admission although studies whicvh have airemmbad

to identifv predictors of success in graduate schos) progroms heve found

that undergraduste grades are not slwoys reliabie ind
school perfovnance, In a Teview of many such stwilies Warwen (1970
found that correlations wepuried helween undergraduate and fivst yearn
graduate school grades yanged from about -. 20 to +.60, and the median
correlation was about .20, Undergradusie grades geaerally du not cov-
relate highly with academic pevformance in the later phases of grad-
uate education, nor willi other cpiteria of academic success such as
ctual completion of #%= sraduate program (Haclman, Wigoins. & Bass,
1976; Bundy, 1968). Some studies have found that grades are no teiter

“han letters of recomnencatirn or scoves on standsvdized tests. such as

Tie Graduate Record Examination (G 1 %) our the Law School Admissiun Test
. S AT), in predicting the iiklihwesd of swecess in a sraduate progran

(i{fehrabian, 1969; Lunneborg & Lunneborg, 19658). While conventional
GPAs are a means of making admissions decisions from among lazmge nmumbevs

3

of qualified applicents. efficiency of prediction is wnlikely to be ime
proved by using conventional gradss, snce stendardized test scores and
Faculty recomnendations have been nonsideved.

There is no evidence that conventional grades are bebior pre.

dictors than are non.gonventional gradeg;nar tha: - udents cducated

under & non-comventicnal grading svsiemn ave less lilieiy o be successful

in graduate school than are students whos have been gracded conventionally.
If graduate departments and schools world investigate vhat speoific dime

lated to success in their pregram, prediction could be improved and
selection couvld be based explicitly on the most relevant oriteria.
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Grades are a questisnable basis for employes selection. woa. The

components of grades and of job perfermance which aze commen to each
other are typically unlnova and wmtested by those who use gvades as
selection criieriao Recognlzing vhat grades ave poor pradiciszs of jub
success; some cumpanies aye developing their own tests te be used fur
selection. This is probably a gusd step. If outside ageneies do not
request conventional grades, perhaps ctulleges will feel fresy to etsmine
and te change their grading proceduras if they find thic desirable on
educational greunds.
EVALUATION AND GRADING AT SCRIPKFS

Sexripps Usllege initiated the Comment Systam for meny different
reastna. Some reasvns had te do with expectations about possible effects
of this change vpoen styles of teaching and athers had to do with pre-
swptians about the way it would zffect the gquality of cstedent wmotivatian
anéd leawning. Althwugh theve was not much reseawvch evidente tu serve as
a gufde; it was believed that comwents, though tire-tensuming tw write,
might serve the educational purpsses of the college better than Tthe fur-
mer conventisnal grading system. Certainly comments have the potentfmn.
ality for greeter commaunication of educationally relevant infowration.

The faculty vate on the new system of grading came at a time in
the history of the G@liege vhen swme degrez regulrements (i.e., language
and science) were being steted Iin tewns »f competencies rather than In
semesters of time enwvolled. A wmalority of the favully voted to adept for
a two year trial pericd. a comrent system in vhich students were fto be
evaluated relative to stated, varled goals of a cowrse, vather than on a

single scale relative to others in the class.
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Comments can be sore explici? in describing a etudent's zcademio
perfaormance than grades can be. Comments also indicate the frame of refex-
epce of the professax in making the eveluaticn, and Can more ascvurately
convey what the prefessor had in mind when he made the judgment. The
acagmpanying symbol, in addéitiomn, indicates whether or not oredit to.
ward the degree is te be granted for the ecsurse work, without making
gratuitous quantiter?ve ddfferentiations (like B= op {+) which too often
reflect transitery and trivial, if not meaningless differences anong
students.

While cther aspects of the comment system are yet to be evaluated,
a survey of student epinion made last yesr showed thet student attitude
was predeminantly favorable towazd the new systen of evaluaticn. OF 386
Serdpps students Wito participaied in the sumwvey, 91% believed that the
new system of evaluation had manmy gued points: 95% indicated that they
liked to receive written evaluatiens. Given the genepal level of student
dissatisfaction with higher educatisonal practices todsy, and glven the
fact that evaluatien and grading have typically been viewed as necessary
evlls, the favurabillity expressed by fﬁese students seems particularly

notewoarthy.
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